Timothy Wientzen

Automatic Modernism: D. H. Lawrence, Vitalism, and the Political Body
Across the disciplinary spectrum, renewed attention to the body's role in shaping thought is dramatically recasting our understanding of the origins of subjectivity, the conditions of personal agency, and the logic of political modernity. Recent critical interest in the politics of the material world has hastened a return to such twentieth century thinkers as Henri Bergson and Hans Driesch, as well as the scientific contexts of early psychology, sociology and pragmatism. In the fervor of the moment, however, we sometimes forget that recent critical theory is hardly the first intellectual attempt to wrestle with the implications of cognitive science and new theories of embodiment.
Modernism followed a century during which Cartesian speculations about the mechanistic basis of human behavior found experimental validation in the work of Lamarck, Loeb, von Helmholtz and others, who argued that the milieu of a given organism played a primary role in shaping and delimiting its range of possible development-a fact that applied as well to humans as to caterpillars. By the late nineteenth century, as physiologists like Ivan Pavlov worked to establish the rules by which the physical environment conditions reflexes and creates the neural patterns of behavior we call habits, questions central to scientific materialism had begun to enter the mainstream of cultural and political life. From pragmatism to public relations, the physiological discourse of an automatic, conditioned body became fundamental to the most diverse accounts of political modernity.
For many political theorists, the physiologically habitual body indeed became an important site of modernity itself-a guarantor of social cohesion of amid the tumult of social dislocation. As British philosopher and political theorist Bernard Bosanquet explained in 1899, "social life is necessarily and increasingly constituted by adjustments which have become automatic, and are in a large measure withdrawn from public attention" (1899: 167). A habitual body that "receives the imprimatur of the State" could thus be seen as the very "condition of social progress" (1899: 167) -or, as William James memorably phrased it in 1890, "the enormous fly-wheel of society, its most precious conservative agent " (1981: 125) . For contemporaries of James and Bosanquet, the findings of physiological science harbored the utopian promises of modernity, in which the body's power to conform to the passive work of stimuli augured a politically automatic social body. While the scientific aspects of these debates were, with some exceptions, 1 remote from novelists and poets themselves, the question of material embodiment raised a host of political and aesthetic problems that saturate the cultural life of the twentieth century.
In the essay that follows, I recover the influence of these materialist concerns on modernism by focusing on the relationship between automatic behavior and literary form.
Returning to debates about embodiment now animating the new materialisms, I argue that habitual and automatic behaviors functioned as categories of experience central to the political life of modernism. My analysis will center on D. H. Lawrence, whose work was guided by an informed preoccupation with materialist science and its political implications. Like many of his contemporaries, Lawrence's work persistently takes aim at the collusion of positivism and the institutions of modern life. By treating the human as "a sort of complex mechanism made up of numerous little machines working automatically in a rather unsatisfactory relation to one another" (Lawrence, 2004a: 95) , capitalist modernity, he argued, enforced socially orthodox habits of thought and action that undermined the genuine individuality of subjects. But, rather than insisting on the free, radical agency of individual minds, Lawrence endeavored to imagine new forms of collective life defined above all by a materially indeterminate body.
Lawrence's work has often been described as exhibiting a marked distrust of collectivist politics. (1973: 7) . 7 Lawrence would return to the problem of education throughout his writing career. C.f. "Education of the People," in which he suggests that the entire apparatus of education is intended to minimize individual agency by prioritizing the mind over the body. That there is a specifically materialist element to such idealism can be seen in Ursula's own educational experience; in The Rainbow her college professor proposes that life consists of nothing other than "a complexity of physical and chemical activities, of the same order as the activities we already know in science " (1989: 408) .
"pure idealism" and "pure materialism" being "identical" in their orientation to human life (1988b: 79) .
However strongly Lawrence criticized the use of mechanistic models of subjectivity in modern institutions, to conclude that he exalted the ego as a transcendental realm of free, radical agency would be to misunderstand his critique. Torn between the purely mechanistic theories of empiricist discourse and traditional notions of unbounded agency, Lawrence produced an alternative ontology that deeply influenced his notion of literary character, readerly affect, and the political stakes of art in the twentieth century.
The most useful parallel for Lawrence's alternative materialism is to be found not in the literary discourse of his contemporaries, however, but in the philosophical critique As Kate grows to recognize the habits of her traveling companions, she recoils, "Give me the mystery and let the world live again for me! … And deliver me from man 's automatism" (1987b: 105) . This deliverance she will find in Don Ramón's native religious renaissance, a political movement that provides the very thing Lawrence's project might have seemed to call into question, namely a non-habituating form of political life. To imagine a resolution to these problems, Lawrence turned toward a 14 Fashion is a recurrent site of modernist anxiety about automatic behavior. In his 1928 book, Propaganda, Freud's American nephew Edward Bernays suggested that fashion is paradigmatic of the use of conditioned reflex in modern politics. He explains, "A man buying a suit of clothes imagines that he is choosing, according to his taste and his personality" when in reality he is "obeying the orders of an anonymous gentleman tailor in London" (2005: 61) . What appears at first sight as an index of individual volition-the choice of clothes-discloses an essentially avolitional process of manipulation and conditioned reflex. For Wyndham Lewis, fashion becomes a functional metaphor for describing modern politics themselves. As he puts the matter in The Art of Being Ruled (1927) , "The ideas of a time are like the clothes of a season: they are as arbitrary, as much imposed by some superior will which is seldom explicit " (1989a: 363 In The Plumed Serpent, Lawrence confronts the same problem. Here the bargain affected between collective and individual life is dramatized through the figure of Kate, who struggles to accept a new sense of self promised by Ramón's religious renaissance.
We might even understand the plot of the novel as structured according to Kate's ability to realize a dynamic sense of self through participation with the collective, a drama that reaches its highest pitch and final synthesis in the closing chapter. Even after she has married Cipriano and joined the Aztec pantheon in the guise of the goddess Malintzi, she still desires a purely individualized existence, which produces a conflict between her "two selves: one, a new one … which was her sensitive, desirous self: the other hard and finished, accomplished … (1987b: 429) . In the contest between these two selves, Kate comes to realize that she is most fully herself when she is "limited" by her connection with the collective (ibid.: 439). Contact with this new social body enables her to sustain a dynamic-we might say vitalist-sense of self and to fully commit to the revolutionary project. Kate's story is one of overcoming a purely "European" adherence to unbounded individualism, which finds its fullest expression not in an outright collectivist bargain like socialism but in a new social order that maintains individuality by transforming it into the very substance of collective life.
But in order for collectivity to be an enabling force within the world of the novel, it has to abstain from the disciplinary formations so frequently discussed by Sorel's work poses the question of form even more directly. As he explains in
Reflections on Violence, "Ordinary language could not produce these results [revolution] in any very certain manner; appeal must be made to collections of images," which must be "taken together and through intuition alone, before any considered analyses are made"
(2002: 113). Sorel called this discursive method "diremption." Literally meaning "a tearing asunder," diremption effects a formal preemption of the reader's "idealist"
inclinations through a commitment to what might be termed an aesthetic of abstraction, incompletion, or obscurity. 16 In "every complex body of knowledge," he explained, there 16 As J. Cerrulo explains, "The diremptive investigator proceeds indirectly: circling around the subject and viewing it from various vantage points rather than seeking the single one from which its totality can be taken in; pursuing tangents; considering various aspects of it without concern for their inter-connectedness; and, in fact, deliberately foregoing all attempts to grasp the thing in toto " (2003: 136) . Plumed Serpent, the job of the novel is not that of philosophy, religion and science, which are "busy nailing things down, to get a stable equilibrium " (1985b: 172) . To the contrary, he argues, "The novel is the highest complex of subtle inter-relatedness that man has discovered. … If you try to nail anything down, in the novel, either it kills the novel, or the novel gets up and walks away with the nail" (ibid.: 172). 17 The power of the novel resides in its unique ability to transcend the cognitive habits essential to scientific materialism and modern political structures. As he explained in "The Future of the Novel" (1923), the job of the novel is "to present us with new, really new feelings" 17 Lawrence's letters echo this vision of literary form. As he wrote to Carlo Linati while he was writing The Plumed Serpent, "But really, Signor Linati, do you think that books should be sort of toys, nicely built up of observations and sensations, all finished and complete?-I don't. … whoever reads me will be in the thick of the scrimmage, and if he doesn't like it -if he wants a safe seat in the audience-let him read somebody else " (1989: 200-201 ).
(1985a: 155) by means of formal devices that resist the purely intellectualized knowledge endemic to modern life.
Such an aesthetic was already at work in Lawrence's novels, wherever style attempts to confound the idealizing impulse of readers. For example, The Rainbow attempts to elicit a response from readers that differs sharply from the automatisms of thought so regularly confronted by his characters. 18 In the "Cathedral" chapter, to take but one well-known example, Lawrence describes Will and Anna Brangwen's experience of a church. As they enter the building, the narration departs from a realist description in order to indulge in what soon became signature Lawrentian prose:
Containing birth and death, potential with all the noise and transitation of life, the cathedral remained hushed, a great, involved seed, whereof the flower would be radiant life inconceivable, but whose beginning and whose end were the circle of silence. Spanned round with the rainbow, the jeweled gloom folded music upon silence, light upon darkness, fecundity upon death, as a seed folds leaf and silence upon the root and the flower, hushing up the secrete of all between its parts, the death out of which it fell, the life into which it has dropped, the immortality it involves, and the death it will embrace again. We might say that the passage performs what Sorel calls "diremption," in that it is capable of being known only in the sense that it is felt. 19 Form is here deployed to disrupt the reader's reliance on the habits of mind over than the primary cognition of feeling. Anne Fernihough has indeed noted that "Lawrence's own prose-style represents an attempt to render palpable the energies of the unconscious" such that "we are never allowed to feel that a final 'signified' has been reached" (1993: 73) . (2008: 103) . 21 As Louis L. Martz has pointed out, one of the primary differences between the first draft of the novel, published as Quetzalcoatl (1995) , and the final version is that the latter is marked by an increased emphasis on such forms of religious experience: "In Quetzalcoatl the local and the mythological are closely wrought together, evenly balanced in emphasis. But in the Plumed Serpent the additional mythic and transcendent elements-sermons, ruminations, expanded hymns, expanded ritual-tend to dominate the landscape and local detail preserved from the early vision …" (1995: xxix "Dogma," he writes in "Education of the People," "is the translation of the religious impulse into an intellectual term … a finite, fixed, mechanical thing" (1988b: 108). Form becomes in his analysis the motive power of individual agency-an affective experience that inhibits the reification of desires into the ready-mades of political action.
Automatic Modernism
For many writers, twentieth century life could be defined above all by the welter of cultural forces that daily conditioned thought and action, producing habitual, docile subjects. Rather than equip subjects with the ability to act as agents in an increasingly complex world, mass society appeared to compromise the autonomy of individuals by outfitting them with habits and stereotypes of thought that, by definition, fall below the level of conscious apprehension. Lawrence's critique of modern "idealism" finds its counterpart in the work of writers like Wyndham Lewis, who argued that "the machinery of education, of the press, cinema, wireless, and social environment" diminishes people's genuine individuality, providing them "with a system of habits which agree with their neighbor's habits, and from this coma they seldom wake " (1989: 44-5 Time and Western Man (1927) . 23 While the range of critical investments in materiality is probably too long to list, the so-called "affective turn," engagement with cognitive science, and a new investment in vitalism across the humanities all point to a renewed interest in matter. For an overview, see the introduction to Coole and Frost's New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics (2010) . 24 In addition to the matters of collectivity and individualism that I have outlined in this article, the preoccupation of modernist-era critical schools with embodiment is surely one avenue of promising research. The Russian Formalist aversion to the "automatism of perception " (1998: 21) 
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